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What is The Conversation?
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

• Launched in the U.S. in October 2014

• Initial team of 8 editors has grown to 18

• Nonprofit – no advertising

• Free to read, free to republish

• Other editions in:

Australia, UK, Africa, France, Canada, 

Indonesia, New Zealand and Spain



• All contributors are affiliated with academic institutions or 

national science labs.

• Not traditional op-ed. Explanatory journalism.

• An editorial collaboration between scholar + 

journalist/editor. Both sides must approve final copy. 

• Statements in articles must be backed up by links to 
research or other evidence.

Academic rigor, journalist flair
How The Conversation is different



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Who reads The Conversation?

• Monthly unique visits to site: average = ~2 million; 

• Through republication: ~7-9 million reads per month

• Daily TCUS newsletter recipients: 62,000

• Dedicated audience development team promote stories with republishers + 

social



A map of local news outlets that picked up TCUS articles

Academic rigor, journalist flair
Local impact



Made 
possible by 
support from 
foundations

Academic rigor, journalistic flair



And funding by member schools
The Conversation US began with 19 member schools. Today 

more than 50 institutions support The Conversation as financial 

members to safeguard the current service and help us 
improve our coverage and features.



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Why would a scientist write for the public?

• Increase the visibility (and 

citations!) of scholars’ research, 

enhance reputation and 

institutional prestige

• Improve communication skills

• Demonstrate public 

engagement and impact of 

research and teaching to 

potential stakeholders, decision-

makers and funders

• Connect to other colleagues for 
collaboration

• Bring scientists’ voice into public 
discussion



Academic rigor, journalistic flair
Adding diverse voices to the media ecosystem

Source: OpEd Project, study done 2012



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Our author survey: impact

43% Approached for other academic 

collaborations

31% Increased citations of scholarly articles 

23% Used article or metrics as part of grant or 

other funding

14% Influenced policy by a decision maker

51% Request for radio interview

38% Request for print outlet 

interview

27% Request to write article for 

different outlet

17% Request for TV interview 

~7% Book proposal (or other 

book publishing)

Post-publication outcomes of writing for The Conversation

Source: Survey of The Conversation US authors. 457 respondents.



• “I was notified this morning by 
Representative James 
P. McGovern’s legislative 
aide that he would be 
referencing one of my co-
authored studies on the House 
Floor this morning.”  
–Lindsey Haynes-Maslow, 
North Carolina State University

• “The article was cited by 
Pennsylvania Senator Gene 
Yaw in his advocacy for that 
state's victims of the opioid 
epidemic.” – Paul R. Sanberg 
University of South Florida

Academic rigor, journalist flair
Other types of impact

Article “The US stingier with child care and 
maternity leave than the rest of the world” 
shared by former US NATO Supreme Allied 
Commander Wesley Clark

Article “Why the war on poverty in the US isn’t 
over, in 4 charts” shared by US Senator Bernie 
Sanders



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Let’s hear from some real people

"I thank you very much for exposing me with your wonderful scientific platform 
The Conversation. My article on "How nanotechnology can help us grow more 
food...." read by more than 20K readers and published by several other media 
groups, internationally. I'm so grateful to you for helping us to let our research 
globally through your platform."

--Research Scientist at Washington University in St. Louis

“My piece was reprinted in several places. I did not keep track of them very well; 
one is the Chicago Tribune; another is my hometown paper the Centre Daily 
Times. The latter led to me being invited to a local nonprofit luncheon meeting. 
Several environmental groups, one was a Native American group from the 
northwest, retweeted etc.”

--Distinguished Professor of Information Sciences and Technology at Pennsylvania State University

https://theconversationus.highrisehq.com/companies/234405008-washington-university-in-st-louis
https://theconversationus.highrisehq.com/companies/232784285-pennsylvania-state-university


Academic rigor, journalist flair
Let’s hear from some real people

“An editor from Harvard University Press wrote with a query about my interest in 
writing a book An official from City of Houston contacted me about working with 
them on their proposal to receive VW diesel settlement money to fund an 
electrification program for Houston and its port.”

--Associate Professor of Environmental Engineering at Rice University

"wow, 43k!!! I am impressed about the power of the media network. As a scientist 
that usually gets less than 100 hits for a scientific paper, this seems 
extraordinary." 

--Atmospheric scientist, UC Santa Barbara 

I think you saw the link via FB to Fresh Air? Truly unbelievable (at least for NPR geeks). They called out of the 
blue - so the Conversation pieces definitely had something to do with that. So thank you!!

--Professor UC Berkeley

https://theconversationus.highrisehq.com/companies/232784285-pennsylvania-state-university


Academic rigor, journalist flair
Scientists and scholars in the media

• It’s happening. We see “expert voices” 
at Axios, Scientific American, Vox in 
addition to traditional media such as 
newspapers

• Can take many forms - written pieces, 
podcasts, SciLine for journalists

• Some universities and institutions 
encourage and offer training 

• Not all the traditional op-ed



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Scientists and scholars in the media



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Some common pitfalls or worries

Some scientists aren’t comfortable speaking  
beyond what they found in a particular study. 

Do they want me to say something negative?

Are they prepared for reader comments or 
public criticism?

Are they representing themselves or the 
institution they work for?

Some struggle to communicate effectively 



Academic rigor, journalist flair
What we’re looking for

Cutting edge science

Science of the every day (Curious Kids)

Solutions to societal problems

Discovery - interesting research being 
done by leading thinkers

Science in the news 

How science is done



• Are you an expert on the topic?

Academic rigor, journalist flair
When pitching

• Is it timely?

• Can you cover it in 400-1000 words?

• Is it of general interest? 



• Online, real-time editor
• Shared draft document pre-publication

Academic rigor, journalist flair
A collaborative editorial process

https://theconversation.com/drafts/70047/edit


• Ability to have multiple authors
• Track changes over time

Academic rigor, journalist flair
Easy revision process



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Academic must hit “approve”



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Every author gets a Dashboard





What does 
your 
research 
contribute to 
a discussion 
of something 
that’s in the 
news now?

Academic rigor, journalist flair
Adding context to the news



•Why now?

•An ongoing 

trend, an 

event, an 

anniversary?

Academic rigor, journalist flair
The art of the news peg



Academic rigor, journalist flair
New research

• Based on your expertise

• Sharing cutting-edge 

scholarship with non-

experts

• Could be research 

coming off embargo



Academic rigor, journalist flair
Basic explainers

•Other examples:

Why some call it 

“ISIS” and others 

“Daesh”?

What is the 

Common Core?

How do slot 

machines work?
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